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Distance migration has long been familiar to Indonesians, given the country’s size and 
multi-island geography.  Current transnational movement further extends this 
experience, as one of several movement options. Longitudinal demographic and 
anthropological study of three Indonesian communities provides comparative 
evidence of the structure and variation of movement, with particular reference to 
impacts of younger people’s migration on the older generation. The gradual expansion 
of network migration over ever-greater distances reveals local dynamics that underlie 
a more general historical process. The norm is one in which a network balance is 
struck between the activities of elders and their children, some of whom are living 
nearby, whilst others live at varying distances away. Significant material advantages 
of remittances and other support are more likely to accrue to members of higher 
socio-economic strata, and to those with more cohesive kin networks. In poorer strata, 
distance migration tends to provide one of a number of supports that enable families 
to survive, but not to improve their situation substantially. Remittances from 
transnational migrants, as with internal distance migration, are important chiefly as 
expressions of network solidarity.  One of their principal requirements is usually the 
continuing role of elders’ own active network contributions.   
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Elementary questions of migration research often require discussion grounded in family 
and community structures:  Which members move?  What ties remain to the home community?  
What information, goods, and other people then move along the same channels? Any individual 
member’s migration is, in effect, a potential extension of norms guiding family behaviour. Yet 
the strategies employed can at the same time mark a break from those norms.  Migration 
provides avenues for meeting commitments, but also ways of escaping them. Which avenue a 
migrant is following may not be immediately clear, either to other members of the network, or to 
the migrant him or herself.  This paper considers how family networks facilitate and adjust to 
meet these uncertainties, and particularly to the impacts of younger members’ movements on the 
population aged 60 and over. We begin by summarising briefly the context of migration from 
rural areas in Indonesia, drawing on published results of Ageing in Indonesia, a longitudinal 
anthropological demography of three rural communities.
1  Comparison of local-level data is not 
of merely provincial interest. The evidence points to more general issues in Indonesian and 
European migration history, and Section 2 draws on wider literature to show how transnational 
migration evolves out of longstanding patterns of local and distance movement within a country.  
Section 3 then presents data on distance migration from the three communities in the 2000 and 
2005 survey rounds, together with case studies necessary to interpreting aggregate patterns.   
 
The central focus is on the importance of qualitative network ties or bonds relative to 
remittances, drawing in related issues like gender preferences and family solidarity. Each 
community has evolved a distinctive migration profile.  We see, on one hand, how differences 
between them are recognisable variants of long-term migration history. On the other, outcomes 
for different family networks – particularly how well they are able to provide for elderly 
members -- show substantial differences and vulnerabilities. Different patterns of movement may 
achieve the same ends, but not for all migrants and networks.  These differentials reflect the way 
                                                 
1 The three were selected for a combination of characteristics that make them reasonably typical of 
contemporary social and economic development.  The national language, Bahasa Indonesia, is the normal 
medium of social discourse, although in a family context major regional languages are preferred:  Javanese in 
the East Javanese community of Kidul; Sundanese in the West Javanese community of Citengah; and 
Minangkabau in the West Sumatran community of Koto Kayo. All three communities are Muslim, although 
there is a Hindu minority in the East Javanese community.  Javanese and Sundanese families are nuclear in 
type, with small family units and households bound up in bilateral kin links that involve members in 
exchanges with wider networks of kin.  The Minangkabau are matrilineal, with a strong preference for 
extended family co-residence of mothers with at least one daughter in their ancestral property.  All three 
communities retain an agricultural base in rice and related staple production, but are bound up in labour 
markets of the wider Indonesian and Southeast Asian economy. Most family income derives from 
employment variously in trade, transport, services, small-scale manufacturing, and government jobs.  The data 
are the collaborative work of the Ageing in Indonesia team, including Tengku Syawila Fithry, Haryono, Edi 
Indrizal and Vita Priantina Dewi.  We are very grateful for their contributions, and to the Wellcome Trust for 
support.   3
that family systems, socio-economic strata, and local economic constraints shape migration.  
Particularly important in the case of Indonesia – and no doubt elsewhere – is that transnational 
migration does not exist separately from other forms of movement.  Comparison of the three 
communities opens a door to the tremendous variation in labour migration below the national 
level, and how transnational migration needs to be understood as an alternative amongst several 
preferences, all of which are of continuing importance. 
 
A RESEARCH BASELINE  
 
Three rural communities actively engaged in the wider Indonesian economy were 
selected for longitudinal study in 1999, one each in West and East Java, and one in West 
Sumatra.  Classic ethnographic methods, involving a year or more of engagement in community 
life, observation of local events and relationships, and repeat visits, provided the basis for several 
data sets: life histories of older people; mapping of elders’ networks; qualitative and quantitative 
data files synthesizing in-depth interview data; and two rounds (2000, 2005) of household and 
health surveys.  Semi-structured interviewing of between 80 and 97 per cent of the older 
population in each village, and of key younger family members in their networks, enabled life 
courses to be tracked and checked by comparing different members’ accounts.  In-depth and 
repeat interviews of between 20 and 60 informants provided detailed evidence on the 
memberships, structure and change of family networks.  Randomised surveys of household 
economy and health picked up many of the same families and individuals in the course of 
generating larger samples in which their lives could be situated.  Economic levels evident in 
survey data on assets, income and expenditure were analysed and compared with results of in-
depth interviews on critical factors like the reputation, size and solidarity of networks, support 
preferences, health crises, and major events affecting a person’s life course.  This combined 
quantitative and qualitative methodology enabled us to document four socio-economic strata in 
the communities
2, and to see how people’s relative success and life experience was linked to the 
need (or not) to take on elderly support.  
                                                 
2 The four categories are:  1. rich; 2. comfortable; 3. getting by; and 4. dependent on charity.  While people do 
not employ an explicit scheme of social stratification in the communities, these four distinctions follow 
common patterns of speech that villagers use to assess local hierarchy, and which are confirmed by economic 
data.  The ‘rich’ are identified readily by all informants on the basis of a combination of property, office and 
moral reputation. Those who are ‘comfortable’ do not have great wealth, but belong to networks with multiple 
incomes, and their overall income and assets are twice the value of those who are just ‘getting by’.  The latter 
are dependent on a day-to-day basis on their own labour, and have no safety net from other sources of support 
should a major problem (e.g. hospitalisation) arise.  See Kreager (2006) for more complete discussion.   4
 
Transnational Migration in Relation to Other Movement Patterns 
 
A number of findings provide a baseline for examining labour migration impacts on older 
residents, and the place of transnational movement in this picture.   One is simply the sheer 
importance of migration. At the time of the first survey round, between 45 and 75 per cent 
(depending on community and socio-economic strata) of younger generations in the three sites 
were living away from their home communities. Much local movement is not relevant to labour 
migration, as it reflects marriage patterns.  Moves over 100 km, however, are for work purposes, 
and as Tables 1 – 3 show, there are marked differences in distance migration between the 
communities.  The Minangkabau community of Koto Kayo stands out in both survey rounds, 
with three-quarters of young adults on distance migration.  This reflects the centrality of labour 
migration or rantau in Minangkabau culture: all men and most women are expected to seek their, 
and their lineage’s, fortune outside the community; for over a century Minangkabau have 
established a reputation in South East Asia as successful traders (Indrizal et al., 2009).   
Table 1.  Location of all adult children: Koto Kayo, West Sumatra 
 
 2000  2005 
   All (%)  Extra-village 
(%) 
All (%)  Extra-village 
(%) 
same village  10.6  ---  9.6  --- 
nearby place (<10 km)  10.6 11.8  11.2  12.4 
medium distance (10-100km)  2.0  2.2  6.4  7.1 
long distance (same island)  36.4  40.7  41.0  45.3 
very far (different island)  34.4  38.5  29.8  32.9 
abroad 6.0  6.7  2.1  2.4 
Total 151  135  188  170 
Household survey 2000 and 2005. 
 
 
The other end of the spectrum is shown by the West Javanese community of Citengah, 
where a flourishing traditional agricultural economy based on premium rice land enables families 
to keep many more children closer to home.  Here numbers of adult children on distance 
migration are between 10 and 15 per cent. 
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Table 2. Location of all adult children: Citengah, West Java 
 
 2000  2005 
   All (%)  Extra-village 
(%) 
All (%)  Extra-village 
(%) 
same village  49.5  ---  51.4  --- 
nearby place (<10 km)  18.2 36.0  10.4  21.5 
medium distance (10-100km)  22.3  44.1  22.9  47.1 
long distance (same island)  0.9  1.8  3.6  7.4 
very far (different island)  8.6  17.1  11.6  24.0 
abroad 0.5  0.9  0  0 
Total 220  111  249  121 
Household survey 2000 and 2005. 
 
Distance migration in the East Javanese community of Kidul, at over 20 per cent, reflects an 
economic adaptation to conditions between the other two communities.  There is relatively little 
premium rice paddy, and most families function as mixed economies with local children in local 
trade, manufacturing, and commuting to market and office jobs in the near-by provincial capital.   
 
Table 3.  Location of all adult children: Kidul, East Java 
 
 2000  2005 
   All (%)  Extra-village 
(%) 
All (%)  Extra-village 
(%) 
next  door  12.2  --- 11.3 --- 
same  neighbourhood  17.6  --- 18.4 --- 
same  village  12.2  --- 10.6 --- 
nearby place (<10 km)  18.2  31.4 19.1 15.2 
medium distance (10-100km)  17.6  30.2  19.9  27.3 
long distance (same island)  8.1  14.0  6.4  28.3 
very far (different island)  12.2  20.9  11.3  9.1 
abroad 2.0  3.5  2.8  16.2 
Total N=148    N=86  N=141  N=99 
Household survey data 2000 and 2005 
 
Distance migration within Indonesia is characteristically to more urbanised locations, 
notably Jakarta, Surabaya, and Bandung, and forms part of normal family network adaptation to 
economic and social opportunities.  Taken as a set, the three communities provide a picture of   6
the range of migration to major destinations.  Koto Kayo, with three-quarters of children away, 
and Kidul, with three-quarters nearby, are mirror images.  Citengah, with 90 per cent of children 
nearby, captures a different context, which reflects two sets of factors.  One is that major 
migration sites (Sumadang, Bandung, Jakarta) are within 100 km.  The other is that, for 
communities retaining a secure base in traditional production, distance migration is still the 
choice of a small minority. 
 
A second main feature of migration is that major differences are evident between socio-
economic strata.  This is observed whether moves are local or long distance.  Figure 1 gives an 
overview of residence for the three communities by strata.  In addition, each column separates 
those living away and providing monetary support to their parents at least once a year (in black) 
from those who do not provide such support (in grey), and those living in or close to the 
community (in white).
3 Once again, a distinctive pattern is evident for the Minangkabau 
community, in which between 40 and 80 per cent of migrants provide monetary support, and the 
two communities on Java in which percentages are in the range of 19 to 40 per cent.  Annual 
contributions prevail over non-contributing migrants in all but the poorest strata in Kidul. Greater 
overall levels of support in Koto Kayo reflect the importance of rantau in Minangkabau society: 
regular remittances carry added value for family members as evidence of individual and family 
success.  In strata I –III there are many fewer local children available to provide support; higher 
levels of remittances reflect the far-flung demographic distribution of network members that 
makes support at a distance normative.  Direct financial support is more likely to be the major 
mode over long distances, for obvious reasons.  The more mixed patterns of support by strata in 
communities on Java is also a function of greater accessibility of support from those nearby. We 
return to the issue of the balance of support from local and distance network members below. 
 
A third finding is that differential movement does not just reflect strata differences -- it 
tends to reinforce them. Belonging to higher strata provides more security and less vulnerability 
to risks of losing contact and support of adult children who migrate.  Older people in higher 
socio-economic groups generally have larger kin networks and more options for gaining 
assistance when they need help later in life (Kreager and Schröder-Butterfill, 2007).  These 
advantages are the compounded benefits of relative wealth and its transmission across 
generations.  To begin with, better-off older people usually enjoyed a more healthful younger life 
                                                 
3 This table updates the 2000 survey round, with which results are consistent.  The 2000 data are reported in 
Kreager (2006).   7
(enabling more childbearing and child survival).  In their middle years they could provide greater 
educational support to children (who tend to be more successful, more likely to remain in contact 
when they migrate, and better able to provide substantial support). Later in life, wealth often 
opens up more secure access to other kin (e.g. financial and other support to nieces, nephews, 
and adoptees, who then provide assistance if children are busy or too far away).  Poorer elders in 
the lower two strata are, in contrast, much more likely to be faced with childlessness in old age, 
with migrant children who have ceased contact or provide no real support, and with much greater 
dependence on community charity (Schröder-Butterfill and Kreager, 2005).  
 
 
Figure 1.  Proportions of Adult Children by Location and Socio-Economic Strata of Parents, and 
Patterns of Monetary Support by Children Living Away from the Community: 2005. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
However, as the propensity to migrate affects one in five young adults or more at any one 
point in time in virtually all strata, movement is evidently not just a function of relative wealth or 
education.  As Figure 1 shows, only in Koto Kayo do we find that higher strata have a markedly 
greater likelihood of migrating than lower.  A fourth finding fundamental to understanding 
distance migration is that it is a normal component of family security.  As a concern of older 
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people, migration affects the supply of children on whom they can rely immediately in times of 
personal and health crisis.  Of course, this works two ways, as children may also rely on them.  
As Figure 1 indicates, elders have a mixture of children near and away, which enables family 
networks to compensate effectively for absent children.  The norm can be understood as a kind 
of division of labour within a network. Some adult children remain in the community and play 
primary roles in sharing food, companionship, labour, and intimate care.  Those who live at 
greater distances visit occasionally, and their support is most readily conveyed monetarily.  This 
‘some near’/’some far’ arrangement is also flexible.  At a given point in time, some children do 
very little to assist their parents, perhaps because they are just starting their careers, have 
commitments to their own children, are on bad terms, or are not in demand because other 
children are preferred, or are already helping.  Networks, however, change.  Alteration of one 
child’s economic or parenting circumstances, for example, may mean that siblings or elders need 
to take on their roles.  Elderly parents in a village commonly take on major roles rearing 
grandchildren for extended periods while their children are on labour migration (Schröder-
Butterfill, 2004, 2005).  Gender relations are also mediated by this process.  Preference for 
daughters as companions and carers in later life is strong in all three communities (Schröder-
Butterfill, et al., 2007), especially amongst older women, but the realities of education and 
economics lead daughters to migrate. Daughters make up a significant proportion of distance 
migration in the three communities:  44 per cent in Kidul, 50 per cent in Citengah, and 38 per 
cent in Koto Kayo. At a given point in time, preferred daughters are thus commonly not in the 
home village.
4  Networks provide more or less acceptable interim or permanent alternatives, 
although they may also place older men at significant disadvantage (Indrizal, et al., 2009; 
Kreager, and Schröder-Butterfill, in press).   
 
                                                 
4 Senior daughters on distance migration from Koto Kayo may be unwilling to return to manage family 
properties on the death of their mothers, as is prescribed by tradition.  This is a recurring source of despair in a 
matrilineal society in which daughters are key players in property transmission (Indrizal, 2004).  The raw data 
on gender specific migration is shown in the following table: 
       Sons' and daughters' location (excluding any children living with parents) 2005    
                 
 Kidul Citengah  Koto  Kayo 
   Sons  Daughters  Total  Sons  Daughters  Total  Sons  Daughters  Total 
<100km 63  49  112  109  102  211  28  23  51 
100km +  13  16  29  19  19  38  86  51  137 
All 76  65  141  128  121  249  114  74  188 
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As these variations indicate, the role and influence of migration functions in contrary 
ways, both undermining and helping to secure ties between members.  The fifth point is that this 
perspective needs to be extended to how we understand change in aggregate patterns of material 
support over time, i.e. what the language of economic demography calls ‘intergenerational 
wealth flows’.  Intergenerational support may sometimes consist of purely dyadic relationships 
between an older person and an adult child.  More generally, several children and others are 
involved, so that the role and influence of networks make a more subtle approach necessary.  The 
usual stereotype is to compare wealth flows between generations in a unilinear fashion: flows are 
either ‘upward’ (i.e. from young to old) or ‘downward’ (from old to young) (e.g. Caldwell, 2005; 
Lee, 2000). The reality is much more varied and interesting, at least in the three communities 
studied here.  Balanced, upward, and downward net flows coexist in all strata and proportions of 
each vary between the communities over time according to differing cultural preferences, the 
timing of life course transitions, and changing economic conditions (Kreager and Schröder-
Butterfill, 2008).  Comparison of survey and case study data here gains critical importance, as 
networks function not only to convey material benefits, but as mechanisms of continuing 
participation and shared communality.  As we shall see in more detail below, remittances are in 
most cases valued less for their financial value than as material evidence of continuing family 
solidarity.  They are, so to speak, tokens of potential future, and possibly more substantial, 
support should the need for it arise.
5  
 
Transnational migration, as the Tables show, is a relatively modest but normative part of 
the overall propensity to migrate, and fits readily into the five principal features just outlined. 
Thus, as is characteristic of distance movement more generally, support is received from 
transmigrant children in all but a minority of cases, and takes the form of monetary remittances 
and annual visits.  Remittances, as we shall see in case studies later in this paper, are not just for 
elders, but assist other network members, and are intended to facilitate the activities of elders in 
these networks.  As with monetary support from other migrant children, amounts are normally 
small, although in exceptional cases there may be major support for construction or medical 
                                                 
5 Support networks also have an information and communication role that is important to understanding options and 
alternatives open to older people.  Support does not function in isolation.  The information family networks 
distribute can interact with other networks in a community in important ways.  Indonesian communities differ, for 
example, in the extent to which the situation of poorer or dysfunctional family networks gets communicated to local 
religious and government institutions.  In consequence, authorities’ awareness of which elders are vulnerable 
because absent children are unable to provide support differs substantially between communities, with charitable and 
medical assistance varying accordingly (Kreager, 2009).  The impacts of migration, in other words, carry 
implications for public and community welfare provision beyond the domestic level. 
   10
costs. The usual situation is one in which children away supplement activities and support given 
by those living nearby. The tendency of migration to reinforce strata differences is pronounced, 
with 82 per cent of transnational migrants in the three communities coming from the upper two 
strata. As with internal distance migration, transmigration involves a mixture of long and short-
term arrangements: only half of young people in employ outside Indonesia remained abroad in 
both survey rounds.  Destinations were predominantly South East Asian, notably Malaysia and 
Hong Kong. Put another way, transnational migration seldom entailed greater distances than 
moves within Indonesia.  The Middle East figured as a destination in very few cases, one of 
which is discussed in more detail below. 
 
Differences in the volume of transnational migration, as with other forms of migration, 
reflect the differing adaptations of these communities to local economic constraints.  The 
community with the greatest outward movement, Koto Kayo, has the largest transnational 
migration in absolute terms – although the percentages for movement ‘abroad’ in Table 1 remain 
modest given the very high overall levels of migration.  Koto Kayo’s established networks 
within the archipelago suggest that, as long as its normative options to transnational movement 
stay lucrative, there remains relatively little incentive to expand into movement abroad.  Kidul, 
in contrast, shows a growing number of transnational migrants as a percentage of extra-village 
movement.  The more vulnerable economic situation of local family networks, relative to the 
other two communities, is reflected in a greater openness to new options and the uncertainties 
they may entail. This is perhaps also reflected in gender differences.  Koto Kayo, where 
migration of both sexes is a regular feature of rantau, sends equal numbers of young men and 
women abroad.  In Kidul, over half of transnational moves are by women, a higher percentage 
than participate in distance migration generally. Citengah, with its combination of a strong 
agricultural base and nearby urban employment opportunities, not surprisingly shows the least 
propensity to transnational movement, just as it does to distance movement generally.  
 
Connecting Micro- and Macro-Perspectives 
   
The preceding overview of distance migration as a component of Indonesian communities 
confirms that it is a normal aspect of support networks and of varying individual, family and 
community access to wider economy and society.  Transnational migration needs to be 
understood as part of a complex of network adjustments.  The fact that migration is shaped by 
differences between strata and local networks has an important bearing on how we interpret   11
migration at the macro-level.  The migration literature has for some time recognised that these 
issues require a shift away from conventional approaches, in two respects. The first is that 
distance movement is not a new or separate phenomenon.  Treating distance migration as an 
independent phenomenon tends to be an artefact of conventional classifications.  As Hugo et al. 
(2003) remark, conventional migration data dichotomise populations as rural or urban, then 
treating migration chiefly as a one-off move from the latter to the former.  A diverse set of 
movements – temporary, seasonal, commuting – are not in the evidence.  As Tables 1 -3 show, 
migration viewed from community perspectives shows a volume and diversity not in the macro-
record.  Either/or classifications (like urban/rural, or upward/downward wealth flows) record 
reported outcomes, not processes: the role of network and strata differences as mechanisms 
governing whether, when, and to where migration takes place, whether recurring patterns come 
to be established, and why some members send remittances and others don’t, all remain 
incompletely examined.  The need to place these issues at the centre of the agenda of migration 
studies has been recognised for some time (e.g. Massey, 1990).  If we anchor our approach to 
distance migration in family and community networks, rather than standard classifications, we 
can then explore to what extent transnational migration may be a variant of historical patterns of 
internal migration (often involving considerable distances), rather than a new and separate 
phenomenon. 
 
A second important shift in our thinking, consequently, has to do with the critical role of 
evidence of variation between sub-populations.  This is particularly important for understanding 
how migration increases or mitigates potential impacts of macro-level trends.  The data in the 
Figure indicate that strata and ethnicity are both important sources of variation.  A further factor 
may be cohort differences due to age-structural transition. Demographers and economists (e.g. 
Tuljapurkar, et al. 2005) have remarked that ‘age waves’, or large cohort imbalances consequent 
on fertility declines, are projected for South East Asia and elsewhere. These waves may have a 
tremendous impact on people’s lives.  Available support for elders in cohorts with relatively 
fewer children seems likely to become a case in point.   
 
But do cohort effects act independently to control the supply of younger generations? 
Local level data in the three communities does, indeed, show that current older cohorts are 
subject to a significant relative shortage of adult children available for support (Kreager and 
Schröder-Butterfill, 2010).  As with previous attempts to project cohort cycles as major   12
mechanisms of change
6,
 however, an exclusively top-down, macro-level view of demographic 
change is not well suited to tracking local and middle range variations that actively shape 
people’s lives.  In the three Indonesian communities, a multi-level approach shows that relative 
shortages of adult children are structured not primarily by cohort imbalances but by the way 
strata and network differences shape child availability (Kreager and Schröder-Butterfill, 2004, 
2010).  Elders in upper strata compensate effectively for the cohort decline in child numbers via 
network options like patronage and adoption, and this is a crucial factor in understanding the 
effects of migration, since it enables them to compensate for children who are away.  Those in 
lower strata, however, suffer an even greater shortage of children than age-structural imbalances 
would suggest -- including greater likelihood of a lack of continuing contact with children who 
migrate. They lack the resources needed for sending children on transnational migration, and 
thus are unable to capitalise on its potential benefits.  The existence of sub-populations with 
widely varying capacities to adapt is thus a real concern, which evidence at the level of national 
cohort imbalances and migration data may disguise.  
 
 
INDONESIAN TRANSNATIONAL MIGRATION IN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE 
 
Given that transnational migration has developed in the context of established patterns and 
propensities to move, then a historical perspective is likely to help us understand how micro- and 
macro-level processes are related.  Before analysts look forward in time to projected age 
structural imbalances and migration trends, we need to consider how patterns of movement have 
long shaped the changing availability of family members, particularly in younger generations.  
Current and longer-term network behaviour provides the most likely models for how societies 
will cope. This approach takes account of the fact that recourse to distance movement, including 
both transnational and internal distance migration, is a common feature of societies undergoing 
modern political and demographic transition.  Local studies here become of much more than 
‘merely local’ interest: they provide in-depth case studies of general, long-term processes. A 
further advantage is that we can see that Indonesian migration shares important features with 
historical developments elsewhere. European historical demography will be taken as an example, 
because of the extensive documentation it provides on local and regional patterns.  
 
                                                 
6 The best known are ‘Easterlin cycles’; see Murphy (1992) for discussion of the limitations of this approach.   13
 
The Propensity to Migrate 
 
One of the important early observations to emerge from European historical demography 
was the extensive mobility of rural populations before, as well as during, modern economic 
development (Schofield, 1970).  Wrightson and Levine (1979: 80-81) provide one instance of 
just how much movement was possible.  In the 17
th-century community they studied, only one-
third of young couples baptising children were themselves married in the community, and only 
40 per cent of the couples baptising children lived on in the village until their deaths.  Tilly 
(1978:188) estimates that in the 18
th century around one in ten members of agricultural 
communities in Europe changed their village of residence every year, a figure confirmed in 
subsequent estimates (Hochstadt, 1981).   
 
An established propensity to move thus preceded industrial capitalism in Europe by at 
least two centuries, and had long-term consequences. As noted for Indonesia, most movement to 
begin with was to nearby locations, reflecting family labour and marriage arrangements.  This 
precedent made migration customary.  People often moved more than once, and one member’s 
migration stimulated others.  In the end, whole families might move, but not all at once.  Much 
of the movement reflected seasonal shifts in labour demand in largely agricultural economies, 
and return migration.  As Lucassen (1987), Wrigley (1987), and Moch (1992) have shown, these 
patterns remained characteristic of man and womanpower deployment as industrial centres 
developed.  Up to the early 19
th century, most movement to industrial jobs was still between 
rural sites, even as urban destinations increasingly became important. From the migrants’ 
standpoint, the 19
th-century shift to large urban destinations began as an extension of established 
patterns. Let us look briefly at three basic features of European migration outlined by these 
historians, which find clear analogies in post-war Indonesian experience.  
 
The first is the volume of migration and continuity between local movement and its 
expansion over ever-greater distances.  Most European movements before 1800 were within a 
radius of 10 to 20 kilometres.  Temporary, seasonal and circular patterns predominated.  By the 
end of the 18
th century, with the expansion of rural industry and consolidation of regional 
agricultural systems, large-scale regional patterns of circulation emerged, involving both sexes in 
somewhat longer moves (say, in a range of 70 km).  These established patterns engaged up to 
100,000 people each year in seven parts of Europe.  This gradual increase in normal or expected   14
distance for circular, seasonal, and occupation-specific migration is also evident in Indonesia.   A 
considerable body of studies show that the story of Indonesian migration is a gradual expansion 
beginning from local movements, and augmented by successive colonial policies (e.g. Naim, 
1974; Hugo, 1980; Firman, 1990; White, 1991; Gooszen, 1999).  Hugo (1982) has particularly 
emphasized the continuing importance of circular and temporary migration.  Cribb’s (2000:54) 
mapping of the Dutch colonial census of 1930 documents this remarkable propensity to move -- 
even though it cannot capture short-term movements adequately. Internal migration between 
provinces in Java show thirty-one migration streams between provinces, most movements 
numbering 10 to 50,000 persons, with an emphasis on adjacent or near-by provinces.  In three 
streams, however, movement was on the order of 90 to 150,000 persons.  Inter-island movement, 
much of it reflecting colonial policy, generated a further twenty-four streams, most in the range 
of 10 to 30,000 persons; aggregate movement from Java to Sumatra was in excess of 400,000. 
 
Second, as greater distances became normative in Europe, greater reliance came to be 
placed on networks.  Flows of information from distant family and community members, even if 
away on a short-term basis, assisted subsequent movements of others. As networks create 
differential flows of information and support, communities closer to rural and urban industrial 
developments, or to rich agricultural areas with heavy demands for labour, were able to establish 
denser and more effective ties. Migration patterns came to have marked geographical variation. 
Similarly in Indonesia, the growth of networks linking particular communities and families to 
jobs in particular regions or cities has long played a strategic role.  Temporary and circular 
movements in this way come to encompass greater and greater distances, and to encourage 
permanent moves; different communities consolidate their access to changing opportunities 
according to their own networks and their differing proximity to regular urban and rural 
employment (e.g. Guest, 1989; Firman, 1991; Spaan, 1995). 
 
Third, migration in Europe tended to enforce differences between socio-economic strata. 
The need to move to find work, subsistence, and a secure place in society weighed more heavily 
on the poor and property-less. Many of those with property did move, but they had less 
immediate pressure to do so, aside from the effects of migration on local marriage markets.  
They were also in a better position to choose, for example, whether or not to respond to 
opportunities in the cities.  That said, movement could also bring great benefits to the poor and 
their families, albeit at a much lower level of material well-being.  Circular and seasonal 
migration enabled the poor to improve their circumstances beyond what was possible in the   15
home village, and to assist those who remained there. In Indonesia, the influence of economic 
and social strata in shaping opportunities for movement, tending to reinforce differences of status 
and wealth, is likewise a basic theme (e.g. Guest, 1989; Spaan, 1995; Bremen and Wiradi, 2002).  
As in Europe, both sexes became actively involved in movement, especially via increased 
opportunities for female factory labour and women’s involvement in petty trade (e.g. Hetler, 
1989; Saptari, 1991; Wolf, 1992). 
 
How did these migratory patterns impact on older people?  On one hand, predominantly 
local or intra-regional movement could enable family networks to be kept intact.  One of the 
functions of rural family and household structures in Europe was, in effect, to facilitate migration 
that could protect and assist domestic economic interests (e.g. Hajnal, 1982; Kertzer, 1984; 
Kussmaul, 1981).  On the other, as cities grew and health conditions in them deteriorated, 
increasing numbers of young migrants died and were lost to families.  Poverty, and a lack of 
banking infrastructure for the poor, made remittance difficult, and increased the vulnerability of 
older people. Before the immense industrial and labour market expansion of the 19
th century, low 
wages, ill health, and job insecurity combined to keep many migrants without the wherewithal to 
marry, let alone support their kin.  This impacted, in turn, on their later lives. High levels of 
childlessness were typical of many parts of Western Europe, in which over long periods 12 to 
20% of the population stayed single, and significant delays in marriage were normal (Kreager, 
2004).  The major role of charity (Thomson, 1991) testifies to the vulnerability of older people, 
many of whom lacked the support of children as well as involvement in the wider social 
networks that the marriage, labour arrangements, and childbearing of adult children would 
normally have entailed.  We turn now to the implications of this general picture of expanding 
distance migration for older people in Indonesia. 
 
STRATA, REMITTANCES, NETWORKS  
 
As noted, a central issue in migration studies is that movement works in contrary ways, in 
some cases supporting, and in others undermining, intergenerational relationships.  Are there 
regular determinants of such differential outcomes?  Are particular patterns of younger people’s 
movement associated with disadvantageous outcomes for older people?  We shall argue that a 
central issue in trying to answer these questions is the division of labour amongst network 
members.  How do members balance the support they provide to older kin with their several 
other activities and responsibilities of other members?  Are older people’s network contributions   16
an important factor facilitating the several functions that network members perform?  More 
particularly, what are the implications of the division of labour in support networks for the 
significance of financial remittances and other assistance coming from more distant members?  
 
  Figure 2 shows the distribution of adult children in 2005 living more than 100 km from 
their parents in the three communities, and proportions providing or not providing annual 
monetary assistance. It follows the format of Figure 1, but the object here is only those young 
adults on distance migration. Figure 2 is a remarkable statement of network participation: with 
the exception of the poorest strata in one community, Kidul, in all strata at least 60 per cent of 
children living at a distance provide financial support at least once a year, and in several strata 
the level is 90 per cent or more.  The sums remitted are in most cases small, and are not intended 
as older people’s main support. Modest gifts are usually given at the time of an annual visit 
during Ramadan.  Even where elders are poor and where monies given are more substantial, 
remittances are not exclusively for elders.  Rather, they enable elders to participate more fully in 
family and community networks by contributing to educational, ritual, and other costs of 
children, grandchildren, and other kin.   
 
Figure 2. Percentage of Adult Children on Distance Migration (over 100 km) by 
Socio-Economic Strata of Parents, and Patterns of Monetary Support: 2005 
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Source:  Household surveys   17
The mean value of monetary remittances is given in Table 4.  These are informants’ 
own estimates, and need to be interpreted with appropriate caution. Although case studies 
confirm the reasonableness of estimates, they will in most cases be approximate. What they 
reveal is consistent with the picture given by Figure 2.  With the exception of Citengah, 
where there is much less distance migration and more children close to the community, 
support in money is more than double that given by nearby children.  This reflects both the 
portable nature of monetary gifts, and preference for support in food, care, and 
companionship by those close by.  Data on remittances by strata in the Table include all 
children.  The distance migration economy of Koto Kayo stands out, producing remittances 
4 to 6 times greater than in the two communities on Java, and local children are also much 
more likely to provide greater monetary support.  Even in the poorest strata, monetary 
support to elders is more substantial than in any strata in the other two communities.  
Variations between strata within the communities (e.g. in Kidul, where strata III children 
are significantly more generous) reflect specific events, such as hospital costs, that affected 
some family networks.  In addition, in the case of Kidul, more substantial one-off payments 
by distant members in five families have been removed from the table, as they would 
double the level of support given for those away as a whole. 
 
 
Table 4. Mean Value of Monetary Remittances by Children to Elders: 2005 
                 Kidul      Citengah      Koto Kayo 
 
    No.  Mean(Rp.)  Mean(£)    No.   Mean(Rp.)  Mean(£)    No.     Mean(RP.)  Mean(£) 
 
Near  90  119,000      8.80    211   202,000      15.00      33     544,000  40.00 
 
Away  19  326,000      24.20     38   201,000      14.70      98    1,185,000  87.60 
 
Strata 
  I  29  119,000                   50    346,000                   15     1,090,000   
 
  II  23  106,000       83    166,000         57     1,463,000   
 
  III  43  243,000       81    173,000         41       630,000   
 
  IV  15    43,000       54    139,000         18       493,000   
 
Note: Rp. values converted to £(UK) at August 2005 rates (13,500Rp. = 1.00£) 
Source:  Household surveys. 
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Another way in which the impact of migration on elders’ support networks can be assessed is 
to identify those migrants who are not contributing support as a percentage of all adult children in 
the network as a whole. On Figure 2, these are indicated in grey.  This issue is important chiefly 
for vulnerable older people, that is, those members of the lowest strata (IV) who are dependent on 
charity, and a subset of strata III who are ‘getting by’, but whose growing physical incapacity and 
absence of supporting children imply that they will soon slip into dependence on charity.  An 
estimate of the average number of children whose support is lost to a given network can be 
calculated simply by subtracting those who do not contribute to the network from the total number 
of children, and then expressing this number in terms of children per network (Kreager, 2006).  
This calculation is carried out in Table 5.  As the final row in the table shows, on average even a 
vulnerable elder who is likely to have fewer children on whom to rely ‘loses’ less than one child in 
his family network. 
 
 
Table 5. Network Depletion: Non-Contributing Migrant Children in Strata 3 and 4 (2005) 
KIDUL CITENGAH KOTO KAYO
VULNERABLE    NOT-VULN     VULNERABLE NOT-VULN       VULNERABLE        NOT-VULN
0.6 0.7 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.4 Child 
Depletion 
per HH
5.0 3.9 4.9 3.0 5.5 1.2 Contrib chil
Per Eld HH
5.6 4.6 5.2 3.3 5.8 1.6 Children per
Elderly HH
Averages
34 62 56 68 24 20 Contributing 
Children
21 31 28 24 15 4 Contrib
Migrant Chil
4 8 4 5 2 8 Non-Contrib
Migrant Chil
39 79 68 50 35 28 Number of 
Children
7 17 13 15 6 17 Elderly
Households
 
Source:  Household Surveys. 
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Case Studies 
 
Average and mean values thus paint a picture of remarkable intergenerational solidarity, yet 
we also need to consider the circumstances in which solidarity breaks down, why this happens, and 
what such instances tell us about the durability of arrangements.  Network support, while flexible, 
must negotiate competing needs and capacities of many members. Strategic demographic events – 
not only migration, but death, illness, divorce, remarriage, reproduction and adoption – generally 
have ramifications for available support that affect several network members.  Three case studies 
of older people and their family networks have been selected to illustrate this flexibility, and its 
limits. Each reveals at several points the long-term presence of distance migration as a factor in 
family networks. The first describes a stable and successful network in the East Javanese 
community of Kidul, in which transnational and long distance internal migration play similar roles. 
 
Mbah Yasim and Bu Rukmini 
 
Yasim, in his late 70s, is originally from Kidul. During the Dutch occupation he was 
sold into forced labour in Kalimantan, returning from there during the war for 
independence. He worked most of his life as a porter in a local co-operative. Bu 
Rukmini, also from Kidul, was a maker and seller of tofu.  They are both in good 
health, and live in a house inherited from Rukmini’s parents. Their social and economic 
characteristics put them near the top of strata III. They have five children. The first, Bu 
Ngatmini, lives with her husband and family in the house immediately adjacent. Yasim 
helped to build his daughter’s house, and now the two households are closely entwined.  
All occupants eat at Ngatmini’s, who cooks with help from Rukmini. Ngatmini, like her 
mother before her, works making and selling tofu, and when she is out Rukmini and 
Yasim are responsible for the grandchildren. Ngatmini’s husband works in Surabaya 
and only returns every fortnight. He then gives his mother-in-law about Rp. 5,000 as 
‘pocket money’ and his father-in-law some cigarettes. The second child, Pak Sunari, is 
a driver, and lives a few houses away.  He visits about every 15 days, and gives his 
parents some money once a year, at Idul Fithry, aside from which the two households 
exchange food and visits. The third child, Bu Lastri, lives on an island to the east of 
Bali. When Lastri and her husband moved away, they left their two sons Yoris and 
Robert to be raised by Yasim and Rukmini. They quite regularly send money for the 
upkeep of the two sons, but as Rukmini admits, to pay for their schooling the parents 
and grandparents have to help each other out .The fourth child, Pak Sampe, works as a 
seller of sand and is married with no children. His house, in the village of his wife10 km 
away, was recently finished with Yasim’s help. He visits about every 15 days.  The 
youngest daughter, Susianti, who started working in Malaysia after her divorce, left her 
daughter, Yulia, to be cared for by her sister and parents.  She returns roughly once 
every two years, and sends money every few months.  This money is carefully divided 
up, with some of it going to each of the elderly parents, some for Yoris and Robert—as 
Susianti was helped by their mother to pay for her schooling -- and some for Ngatmini, 
as she cooks and helps to care for Yulia. 
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Several important features of this network stand out.  Major and continuing flows of support are 
given between generations.  The network depends on different kinds and levels of inputs from 
those in or near the community and those at a distance.  The case study shows how networks 
evolve over time, as roles and capabilities change. The roles and contributions of Bu Lastri and her 
husband, who are distant within Indonesia, and Susianti, who is on labour migration in Malaysia, 
are structurally similar.  While their monetary contributions, summarised in Table 6, are much 
more substantial than their siblings’, much of this is also support for their children who live with 
their parents.  Distance migrants are, in effect, supporting each other as well as the other 
generations in the village.  A view of remittances to the Yasim/Rukmini household as chiefly 
support for elders would obviously be too simple.  Likewise, an attempt to evaluate flows of 
support in terms of net balances between generations at one point in time will give an artificial 
view of the network.  Viewed over time (if continuous data series were possible), the picture 
would more likely show that flows gradually shifted from ‘down’ to ‘up’ – although accounting for 
the effects of inflation would probably lessen this.  Undoubtedly more important, especially from 
the network members’ own points of view, is that the net differences over the long term are likely 
to be modest. Mutuality -- the cohesiveness of the family network as a moral as well as material 
entity -- is arguably the most substantial ‘product’ of intergenerational support. There is, however, 
no surplus of financial capital in the system, and that is its vulnerability.  As long as the eldest 
generation can continue to make their contributions as household heads, child carers, and general 
co-ordinators of the network, then the status quo can be maintained.  But the absence of a surplus 
means there is no substantial support available if necessary for medical care or other crises. 
 
Table 6. Monetary Support in the Yasim/Rukmini Household: 2005 
 
Member  Location   Interval  Sum  per  Annual  sum 
         Occasion 
 
Sunari  same village    at least weekly   Rp5,000  Rp260,000 
Lastri  different island  at least monthly  Rp350,000  Rp4,200,000 
Sampe  <10 km    at least half-yearly  Rp7,500  Rp15,000 
Susianti different  country  at least half-yearly  Rp2,000,000  Rp4,000,000. 
Ngatmini  next door    at least monthly  [support predominantly in kind] 
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The second case study describes a Minangkabau network headed by an elderly head of 
house, Fatimah Saleh, which has a broadly similar mix of intergenerational contributions, but 
shows different strengths and limitations. 
 
Fatimah Saleh  
 
Fatimah Saleh was born in Koto Kayo, and is the daughter in her generation who 
inherited family lands and responsibility for continuity of the descent line.  She and her 
family belong to strata II.  Both of her husbands left on labour migration and did not 
return.  She has three surviving children by the second husband, on whom she 
apparently was able to rely for remittances, as well as drawing on her own kin and 
property as is customary in a matrilineal society.  Fatimah strongly supported the 
education of her children. Her daughter, Rusda Ulfa remains in the ancestral property 
with her mother, and has followed her avocation: she is a teacher in the village school.  
Rusda Ulfa has four sons but no daughter, which is a serious worry to Fatimah, as 
without a granddaughter ancestral properties cannot be passed on, and the family will 
die out.  Fatimah’s two sons are both on labour migration, and her relations with them 
are good.  Both send remittances, although she is not dependent on them as she has 
support from others in the matriline.   One son has resided for many years in Malaysia, 
and although on one occasion he paid for her to visit him and his family, he does not 
visit, and she has not met some of his children.  The other son lives in Surabaya, at the 
eastern end of Java.  He visits at Hari Raya, and Fatimah has several times been to Java 
to visit him.  Regular monetary and other material support comes from her older brother 
and his son, as is normal in Minangkabau kin networks.  One of her male cousins has 
even financed Fatimah’s pilgrimage to Mecca.  
 
 
Fatimah’s family network, like that of the Yasmin/Rukmini household, draws support from 
children on distance migration as well as local family.  The identities of supporting local kin are 
different in the Minangkabau case (chiefly mother’s brothers and their children), which reflects the 
logic of the matrilineal system. Their roles in support, however, are essentially the same.  The 
support Fatimah receives from her brothers is underpinned by the remittances of his children who 
are away on rantau.  This family network is financially much more secure than 
Yasmin/Rukmini’s, as it is able to draw on a wider range of members on labour migration, as well 
as on family agricultural holdings.  Her sons are thus not necessarily crucial to her support in 
material terms, although there would be great shame to the family if they did not help to provide 
for her. Remittances are powerful statements of traditional Minangkabau and family identity. Their 
distance away, and the secondary nature of their support, does not keep them from being of major 
importance to family structure and its solidarity.  Whether they will some day (e.g. late in life) 
return to Koto Kayo is, at best, far from clear.  Fatimah’s own network contribution, now that her 
children are adults, involves the care and education of her daughter’s children.  Her primary role is   22
identified chiefly with her position as moral head of the family and purveyor of its property.  The 
value of remittances is likewise double -- moral and material – supporting her in this role.  Whilst 
in Fatimah’s case the network functions very successfully in both respects, the smooth working of 
the system finds its vulnerability in the absence of granddaughters.  Her sons on rantau are 
important, but this is a fundamental problem they can do nothing to solve. 
 
  The third case study is of Mbah Sum, an elderly widow in the East Javanese community.  
Her story shows that where migration does not play a relatively stable role, as in the first two case 
studies, then considerable upheaval and a decline in family fortunes may ensue. 
 
Mbah Sum 
 
Mbah Sum belongs to a prestigious family said to be descendants of the original 
inhabitants of Kidul.  Her parents were well off, and she made three status marriages.  
She had two children by her first husband, who was a Javanese in the Dutch colonial 
army, living for some time in Aceh.  The first marriage ended in divorce, and her son by 
this marriage remained with the father in Central Java, and she lost contact with him; 
her daughter, Tati, stayed with her.  Her second marriage, to a railway official in a 
nearby city, was childless and ended in divorce.  Returning to the village, she married a 
wealthy local official.  There were no children, but on his death in the early 1970s she 
inherited land and a substantial home.  She was still living in this home in 2000, 
together with her daughter, Bu Tati, and the children and spouses of one of Tati’s 
daughters: a granddaughter and her husband; a great-granddaughter whose husband 
worked in Sumatra; and two of their small children. Tati’s daughter, Bu Diana, at that 
time was on extended labour migration in Saudi Arabia. Diana remitted support only 
occasionally.  Sum worked as a trader and traditional healer, and her daughter traded in 
second hand clothes. Their incomes from this were very modest, and Sum, over the 
years, gradually sold all of her agricultural land in order to meet the needs of her 
grandchildren (e.g. illness, which required one child’s hospitalisation; expensive 
circumcision ceremonies; and capital for Diana’s migration and business).  The 
granddaughters’ husbands provided only occasional gifts and small sums of money, and 
although Sum’s age and sense of responsibility for her family over the years 
commanded respect, there was no disguising that her economic status had fallen 
radically in the course of her life. 
 
This fragile economic situation was then demolished by the behaviour of her 
granddaughter, Diana.  On her return from the Middle East, she was a wealthy woman 
in village terms.  She set up a business and was courted by several men.  She persuaded 
Sum to sell her the family home, promising that she could go on living in it, and to 
support Sum as her sight and energies were declining.  The business, however, failed 
disastrously, and as the man she married remained unemployed, Diana was soon 
bankrupt.  She then sold the family house out from under Sum, and departed again to 
the Middle East.  For a time Sum and Tati lived in a small shack given to them by a 
nephew, with small amounts of support from Tati’s children and neighbours.  Diana   23
then sent money to one of her daughters, Arin, to help her build a house, and an 
adjacent shack where Sum and Tati now live.  Arin now provides food for them. 
 
 
  Sum’s story is one of incremental social and material decline, in which her consistent support 
for members of her network was never fully reciprocated.  Her daughter’s support was limited by her 
poverty, and indeed Tati appears to have been partially supported by Sum for most of her adult life.  
Diana’s extended transnational migrations, rather than a source of net support, have proven to be a 
major drain on Sum’s property and security.  Grandchildren and great grandchildren have provided 
only minimal and intermittent support, which to some extent reflects other problems in the network 
not included in the brief summary given above: the substantial debt of some; the long-term 
unemployment of others; the untimely death of one sister; a delicate marriage negotiation which a 
nephew wishes to keep separate from Sum’s declining reputation; a sex-scandal involving a great 
granddaughter; and so forth.  Multiple ties, in short, may prove to be multiple sources of 
vulnerability, not bonds of mutual support. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
This paper has viewed remittances and distance migration from the bottom up, that is, as a 
dimension of historical patterns of movement grounded in family and community processes.  
This perspective enables us to show how transnational migration shares established features of 
distance migration within Indonesia, including principal variations between major ethnic groups, 
and between socio-economic strata and family networks within them.  A striking positive feature 
of all but the poorest strata in one of the communities is that family networks achieve 
participation in monetary support from the majority of those working away from the 
communities. On the negative side, however, this remarkable solidarity has relatively little 
ability to improve the socio-economic status of elders and their networks.  In poorer strata, solid 
support from those on transmigration, as in the case of Mbah Yasim and Bu Rukmini, goes to 
help elders and their families to get by – but their networks remain dependent on these elders’ 
own fitness and continued contributions. Should major crises arise, like a need for hospital care, 
there is no safety net, and the sustainability of the network is likely to be imperilled seriously. 
Where networks are not cohesive, as in the case of Mbah Sum, not only the capital accumulated 
on transmigration, but the elder’s own reserves, may be dissipated, and support from those living 
nearby fragmented because spent according to the several interests of individual members. Even 
in the case of Fatimah Saleh, who heads a much more economically secure and extensive   24
network of the kind favoured by the Minangkabau, remittances go chiefly to sustain a precarious 
social status quo.  The central importance of distance migration in Minangkabau economy and 
society has long enabled men in the younger generation to choose permanent departure, yet to 
remain part of the moral community in virtue of continued contact and remittances.  As this 
pattern comes to include young women’s permanent departures as well, older female heads of 
the descent line face more and more difficulty in securing a key structure of Minangkabau 
society, namely, daughters willing and present as heads of family networks in Koto Kayo itself.   
 
 Can we say, then, that remittances from transnational and other distance migration are a 
major force of change in these Indonesian communities? Panel surveys and ethnography reveal 
no radical economic improvement or decline in the relative position of family networks:  those in 
higher strata generally remain in a better position to capitalise on potential advantages that 
migration creates. To assess the argument that remittances may be critical transformers of society 
we need to look more closely at how migration is managed as one element of the networks – the 
systems of family and community exchange – that compose the social and economic structure of 
these communities. If remittances are a motor of change, then we would expect to see significant 
adjustments in the way networks are structured and function. 
 
  Networks don’t just redistribute members in space and time. One of their normal functions 
in Indonesia is to create roles and sustain values that promote the need for active older people. 
Should remittances replace or devalue the roles and significance of older people’s contributions, 
this would without doubt mark a major social change.  Although the three communities have 
made different adjustments to economic change, of which different levels of migration are a 
major component, there is little sign that intergenerational solidarity has lessened.  The 
integration into wider labour markets of family networks in Koto Kayo, Kidul, and to a lesser 
extent Citengah, has increased opportunities for remittances, but this appears, if anything, to 
have depended on elders’ continuing reliability. 
 
 Elders remain key players even though, as we have noted, the impacts on them of children’s 
migration to ever-greater distances, and of reliance on remittances they send, are not necessarily 
positive.  Impacts work in contrary ways.  On one hand, remittances are important expressions of 
continuing solidarity (of migrants’ moral presence in the community, even though they are 
physically away); on the other, they are a socially acceptable strategy of separation that enables 
some members’ to keep their own daily lives outside the community. The remittance economy   25
can substantially reduce elders’ economic security, even while reinforcing solidarity in the active 
roles elders take on in caring for migrants’ children. Assessing the impact of remittances is thus 
not a simple matter of the amount of financial support they provide or how this is spent, since 
their meaning depends on their several implications in a network as a whole. 
 
Hence a second major change would be network attrition: a decline in the size or flexibility 
of networks in which elders participate, and of the support on which they can rely. The central 
mechanism that regulates network participation, the flow of remittances, and their social and 
material values, is what we have called the ‘division of labour’ in family networks.  At base this 
is mere network demography: the fact that some members are present in or near the home 
community, whilst others are migrant.  This arrangement, which is normative in all the 
communities, enables the load of support to be shared amongst several members, and provides 
options should the situation of any one member change.  One of the striking features of support 
patterns in the three communities is that very few young people – less than one adult child per 
network – choose not to participate.  Supplies of children living nearby, and of support from 
them, remain ample to complement those living at a distance.  And even where, as in the 
Minangkabau case, there is a shortage of key local network members, the problem does not arise 
from remittances (which are ample), but from other (gender) issues in the network.  
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